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In memoriam: John Waterlow, 1916-2010
John Waterlow, who died on October 19, 2010 at age 94, is internationally acclaimed for his pioneering research into the pathophysiology and treatment of severe malnutrition. As a consequence, many thousands of young lives have been, and are being, saved worldwide.
Son of Sir Sydney Waterlow and Helen Margery Eckhard, John and his two sisters grew up in Wiltshire, spending many happy days walking and camping in the countryside nearby, along with a donkey to carry their gear. Overseas travels were also a childhood feature as his father was British Ambassador in Siam and then in Abyssinia, Bulgaria and Greece.
John excelled at school: he won a scholarship to Eton, was School Captain, and boxed for the school. In 1935 he went to Trinity College Cambridge with an entrance scholarship in classics, but changed to medicine and physiology. His clinical training at the London Hospital was disrupted many times due to the blitz, and training in obstetrics, gynaecology and paediatrics was limited as mothers and children were evacuated from east London. In 1939 he married Angela Gray who read history at Girton College Cambridge, and pre-deceased him. She was a gifted artist.
After graduating in 1942 John was assigned to the Military Personnel Committee of the Medical Research Council and sent to Iraq to study the effects of heat on soldiers of the Persia-Iraq force, who suffered greatly from heat stroke and heat exhaustion whilst protecting the oilfields.
In 1945 he was sent to the Caribbean on behalf of the Colonial Office to find out why large numbers of infants and young children were dying. Spending his time between Guyana, Trinidad and Jamaica he found many children had oedematous malnutrition and very fatty livers, the cause of which puzzled him. Always ingenious and undaunted, he set about making a microrespirometer for measuring enzyme activity in miniscule samples of tissue, and a microbalance.
Although these looked rather bizarre they were amazingly sensitive, for example the microbalance could measure micrograms and he was able to show that liver enzyme activity was greatly reduced in children with this form of severe malnutrition.
After a period in The Gambia studying children and adults with malnutrition and malaria, John returned to Jamaica in 1950 to teach physiology at the newly established University College of the West Indies, and in 1954 he persuaded the Medical Research Council to establish a research unit there -the Tropical Metabolism Research Unit -with laboratories and a 16-bed ward for severely malnourished children. As Director he nurtured, inspired and encouraged a multinational team of young scientists in cutting-edge research on the pathophysiology and treatment of malnutrition, a notable feature of the former being the study of protein synthesis and rates of protein turnover.
John was intrepid both physically and intellectually. He frequently was his own experimental subject, sometimes with scary consequences, as in the Andes. Hypothesising that altitude sickness might be due to loss of body potassium, he organised an expedition and consumed a low potassium diet at high altitude. He became grossly oedematous, and nearly died. Fortunately, after being transported in a coma by mule to lower altitude and given potassium, he immediately recovered, adding weight to the hypothesis.
John was not just a researcher: he was very aware of the importance of correct nutrition advice being available to policy makers and planners. At the University of the West Indies he set up the MSc in Human Nutrition so that all Caribbean governments could have 'homegrown' nutrition planners and advisers.
In 1970, John was appointed Professor of Human Nutrition at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine where he greatly expanded the breadth and depth of research. His differentiation of malnutrition into grades of stunting and wasting may seem elementary in retrospect, but this had important consequences for nutrition planners and has become known as the 'Waterlow Classification' . John took on the problem of overnutrition and chaired the first government committee in the UK to report on obesity. He chaired FAO/WHO committees on energy and protein requirements. In his role as Nutrition Adviser to the Overseas Development Administration he visited weekly and wrote reports on what should be done about nutrition which, in his typically frank words, had 'absolutely no effect' .
His books on Protein Turnover and Protein-Energy Malnutrition exemplify his depth of knowledge, clarity of thought, and a readiness to express his opinion, albeit modestly. Many former students and colleagues now hold eminent positions in governments, UN and international agencies, universities, and research institutes. Always a prolific letter-writer, he maintained regular contact with both the well-known and the less well-known and was always generous with ideas and with his time. Many, myself included, owe their careers to his intercession, advice, and guidance.
Honours bestowed on John include CMG (overseas service) in 1969, and FRS in 1982. A gentle charming man, John was unpretentious, fair, and straightforward. The clarity of his writing was perfection. Always handson, he resumed his woodturning hobby in retirement and it competed for space in his tiny office from which he continued his correspondence in his own hand. His illness was mercifully short.
He is survived by his three children Sarah, Oliver and Dick, and by Joan Stephen, his life-long colleague and companion.
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